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CLASSICAL GREEK 
TEXTILES FROM 
NYMPHAEUM 


Joon PETER WILD 


The Ashmolean Museum in Oxford Univer- 
sity, England, holds an interesting and im- 
portant collection of archaeological material 
which once furnished a series of tombs in the 
necropolis of Nymphaeum, a Greek colony in 
the Crimea. I examined the material through 
the kindness of Dr. Michael Vickers of the 
Department of Antiquities, Ashmolean Mu- 
seum, who has supplied the following back- 
ground information: 
“The objects found at ancient Nym- 
phaeum in the Crimea in 1868 include 
pieces of gold jewelry, a silver cup, 
bronze armour and weapons, red-figure 
and black-glaze pottery, a Greco-Persian 
chalcedony sealstone, human skeletal ma- 
terial and textile fragments. They were 
presented to Oxford University in 1880 
by Sir William Siemens, the engineer 
who had acquired them while he was 
supervising the laying of part of the Indo- 
European Telegraph across the straits of 
Kerch.t They were exhibited in the Uni- 
versity Museum until 1885, when they 
were transferred to the Ashmolean, When 
they were first published by E. A. Gardner 
in 1884? the finds were divided amongst 
five tumuli situated at Kerch itself, but 
Russian records show that they were in 
fact excavated at Eltegen, the ancient 
Nymphaeum.* These records, and an un- 
published report of the excavation made 
by Siemens’ assistant, now in Oxford, 
show that Gardner’s division of the finds 
is incorrect and it seems unlikely that 
the original tomb groups can be recon- 
structed with any degree of accuracy. 
The objects appear to date from the later 
fifth and earlier fourth centuries B.C.” 
Two groups of textile fragments associated 
with pieces of sponge, came from one such 
tumulus: they date to the latter half of the 
fifth century B.C.* 


ANALYSIS 


Textile 1. A fine wool textile in plain weave, 
now dark brown in color and brittle (Figs. 1 


and 2). About 9 square cm of it survive, but 
there are no selvedges. 

System (1), presumably warp, very weak 
spun, probably Z-spun, S-plied from 2 strands, 
wide spread out, ca. 14 threads per cm. 

System (2), presumably weft, very weak 
spun, possibly Z-spun, not plied, ca. 60-70 
threads per cm. 

Although the fine yarn in System (2) is 
much degraded, it covers System (1) almost 
completely. 


Textile 2. A mass of loose strands of yarn, 
sufficient to fill two match-boxes. Colors are 
mostly dark brown and purple-brown, but 
some are apparently black and dark green. 
This may be discoloration rather than dye. 

The strands are identical with System (1) 
of Textile 1: 2 strands, S-plied, probably Z- 
spun. They lie in flat rows together as if they 
formed one system of a textile, woven or 
plaited, of which the other thread-system has 
gone. There is no sign of any intertwining 
between strands, so sprang or single-system 
knitting is not involved. Nor is there any sign 
of undulations left by another, vanished, 
thread-system. If another  thread-system 
existed, it may have been of very fine yarn 
of vegetable origin. 

Associated with Textile 2, but perhaps 
not an integral part of it, are two pieces of 
cord, each about 20 cm in length, (Fig. 1). 
Each cord consists of 4 strands of yarn, Z-plied; 
each strand consists of 2 threads, S-plied to- 
gether. The threads, presumably Z-spun, are 
identical with those in System (1) of Tex- 
tile 1. 

Dr. M. L. Ryder of the Animal Breeding 
Research Organization, Edinburgh, kindly 
examined the fiber in both textiles and re- 
ports that it is a fine wool.® The distribution 
of fiber diameters, however, is still skewed to 
fine, and in Textile 1 some fibers are medul- 
lated. He found no evidence of granules as- 
sociated with natural pigmentation. 


DISCUSSION 


The two-ply System (1) of Textile 1, probably 
the warp, is designed for special strength. The 
weft, which has an unusually close and fine 
thread-count, covers it, as in tapestry weaving. 
It seems likely that Textile 1 was originally 
dyed a bright color; for the shorn (or plucked) 
fleece would probably have been white. A hint 
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Fig. 1 Textiles 1 and 2, the cord and sponge from 
Nymphaeum. Courtesy of the Ashmolean Museum, 
Oxford, England. Inv. no. 1885.478. 


of this color remaining in Textile 2 may sup- 
port this. 

No clear parallel for this distinctive tex- 
tile, nor for Textile 2, can be found in the 
published collection of ancient textiles of 
varying date from the Crimea.* Surviving tex- 
tiles from the Greek world dating to the fifth 
century B.C. are rare and offer no parallels.7 
The textiles from Pazyryk in the Altai region 
(fifth and fourth centuries B.C.) are not pub- 
lished in sufficient detail for comparison.® 
The textiles from Nymphaeum, accordingly, 
stand alone at present. 

Dr. Ryder has demonstrated that the 
yarns in the Nymphaeum textiles were spun 
from the fleece of a fine-wool sheep.> This is 
much the earliest evidence for the develop- 
ment of this fleece-type, and so the origin of 
the textiles is a crucial question. 

There is no literary or archaeological evi- 
dence for intensive sheep-rearing in the Bos- 
poran Kingdom, nor for a developed woollen 
industry based upon it. A deposition quoted 
in Demosthenes’ speech against Lacritus® re- 
fers to a ship voyaging from Panticapaeum 
to Theodosia with a cargo of goat-skins, dried 
fish and a ‘pot or two’ of wool—surely only 
local traffic. In the fifth century Miletus was 
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Fig. 2 Detail of Textile 1 from Nymphaeum. 


the great centre of the woollen industry, and 
Milesian fine-wool sheep were famous.’ Trade 
between Miletus and the Black Sea is amply 
attested™ and it may be that the Nymphaeum 
textiles are Milesian products. 
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